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Ап Animated Hunting Triptych 


A Farewell Tribute from Tang Ying to 


his Emperor? 


Regina Krahl 


The Qing emperors’ most important endeavours to 
uphold their Manchu traditions were the retainment 

of the Manchu language besides the Chinese, and the 
continuation of mounted archery. Hunting, which 
revived practices of their Manchu ancestors, required 
excellent equestrian skills and the competent use of 
bow and arrow, or spear, and for the Manchu rulers was 
an exercise of vital importance in ways both practical 
and symbolic. It exhibited the emperor’s competence 
and physical strength, provided training of techniques 
also required in war, helped bonding the troops and 
reinforced ties to foreign tribes that were invited to 
participate. Already in 1683, the Kangxi Emperor (г. 1662- 
1722) had chosen Mulan at Chengde in Rehe (Jehol), 
northeast of Beijing, beyond the Great Wall, modern 
Hebei, a scenic hilly, wooded area that was teeming with 
game, as an imperial hunting ground.! 


For the days of the hunt, the hunting party would camp 
in tents, and the Emperor also enjoyed to receive foreign 
envoys in his imperial yellow yurt, including in 1793 

Lord Macartney (1737-1806), the British envoy of King 
George III (r. 1760-1801) who, in spite of the failure of his 
mission, enthusiastically described the location: 


... SO rich, so various, so beautiful, so sublime a prospect 
my eyes had never beheld ... 


It is one of the finest forest scenes in the world, wild, 
woody, mountainous and rocky, abounding with stags 
and deer of different species, and most of the other 
beasts of chase, not dangerous to man. In many places 
immense woods, chiefly oaks, pines, and chestnuts, grow 
upon perpendicular steeps, and force their sturdy roots 
through every resistance of surface and of soil, where 
vegetation would seem almost impossible. These woods 


“[T]he present artefact is a conceptional and technical miracle...." 


The Qianlong Emperor (r. 1736-1795), who as a young 
boy had accompanied his grandfather to hunts at Mulan 
— which his father, the Yongzheng Emperor (т. 1723- 
1735) did not enjoy - was even more fervently attached 
to the imperial hunts. He institutionalized regular 
training hunts in the third year of his reign (1738), and 
continuously enlarged them to ‘unprecedented scale’. 
Regular autumn hunts involved Manchu and Mongol 
soldiers of the Eight Banners, but also high court officials 
and representatives from neighbouring Asian tribes. 


The emperor travelled to Chengde accompanied by a 
huge entourage, which also included the women and 
children of his extended family. He continued to attend 
to government business as usual, as thousands of officials 
temporarily relocated there as well. The area was thus 
gradually turned into a temporary summer capital with 
an imperial residence, Bishu shanzhuang, with several 
temples, and with gardens with pavilions and artificial 
lakes. Court painters, including Jesuits such as Giuseppe 
Castiglione (Lang Shining, 1688-1766) and Jean-Denis 
Attiret (Wang Zhicheng, 1702-1768), were regularly 
ordered to Mulan to record the imperial hunts as well 

as other official ceremonies there and to portray high- 
ranking guests. 
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often clamber over the loftiest pinnacles of the stony hills 
or, gathering on the skirts of them, descend with a rapid 
sweep and bury themselves in the deepest vallies [sic]. 
There at proper distances you find palaces, banqueting 
houses, and monasteries (but without bonzes) adapted to 
the situation and peculiar circumstances of the place...? 


The Qianlong Emperor spent a couple of months a year 
at Chengde, and while the autumn hunt also basically 
took place every year, there were years when it had to 
be cancelled, for example, when the Emperor visited 

the ancestral graves in Mukden or when he received an 
important foreign delegation. In 1753, he had further 
increased the number of officials and of resident hunting 
guards at Mulan, but 1754 was one of those years when 
the hunt did not take place. Could this be why Tang Ying 
(1682-1756), the observant supervisor of the imperial 
kilns at far-away Jiangxi, submitted to the Emperor in 
that year a triple revolving vase with a hunting theme? 


The Archives of the Imperial Workshops at Jingdezhen 
record for the 12th November 1754 the submission of a 
‘triple first’ (sanyuan, after the expression for attaining 
the highest ranks in the three civil examinations, 
local, provincial and court) revolving vase (fig. 1); the 
Qing Court Inventories of Beijing state that on the 17th 
December of that year a foreign-style (yang ci) ‘triple 
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fig.1 
An entry in the Archives of the Imperial Workshops at Jingdezhen, dated to 12th November 1754 
¬ Ree 乾隆 十 九 年 《1742 年 ) 九 月 二 十 八 日 记录 
%4۰ 页 186 


first’ revolving vase with fitted box and wooden stand 
was presented to the Emperor (fig. 2). Five days later, 
the vase was sent to Jehol, as this was clearly the obvious 
place for this ingenious creation. 


Tang Ying, himself a bannerman of the Plain White 
Banner, worked at the court already as a teenager 

and “accompanied the Kangxi Emperor on his many 
expeditions throughout the country”. So, he very likely 
also took part in some of that emperor’s hunting trips to 
Chengde, where he would have experienced this amazing 
spectacle first-hand; and he was certainly well-informed 
about the equal hunting addiction of the Qianlong 
Emperor. He had intimate knowledge of the potter’s 
craft, had designed porcelains for Jingdezhen already 
while still in Beijing, and in Jingdezhen watched over 
the production of important imperial commissions and 
tribute pieces himself. Only the exceptional combination 
of all these factors made the conception and completion 
of a totally extraordinary piece like the present work 
possible in the south, far away from Beijing. 
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fig.2 
Anentry in the Qing Court Inventories of Beijing, dated to 
17th December 1754 


出 处 : 《清宫 瓷器 档案 全 集 
图 二 北京 《清宫 内 务 府 造 办 处 活 计 档 》 中 乾隆 十 九 年 
(1742 年 ) +—A رن‎ 


One of the Qianlong emperor’s rare complaints of low 
quality in 1741 had triggered one of the most creative 
periods of Jingdezhen’s imperial kilns. The fact that 
porcelain painting experienced a peak in the palace 
workshops in Beijing around that time, where imperial 
painters could be recruited, meant that Jingdezhen had 
to impress the emperor in different ways. The first of the 
highly complex reticulated revolving vases, the epitome 
of precision potting and firing and not surprisingly 
deemed by some as ‘the work of the gods’,* were 
completed in 1742 and most were made between 1742 and 
1744. In these years, Tang Ying had granted the emperor 
wondrous spectacles, where through the vases’ pierced 
openings he could watch fishes swimming past, children 
on hobby horses riding by, Europeans approaching with 
gifts, and similar scenes. Thereafter, the development 

of such wonder-works seems to have been drastically 
reduced, if not temporarily abandoned, due to their 
enormous costs, which were considerable even for the 
court. 


"To make it work like an automaton, to let the vases revolve 
together, when a single neck is turned, required a true piece of 
engineering inside the body and further fired parts, in form of a 
system of interlocking cog wheels." 


Ву 1754, Tang Ying по longer had anything го prove to 
his emperor, but in order to impress once more a ruler, 
who had seen it all, it was not sufficient to present just 
one more revolving vase; he had to aim even higher. 
That the present artefact is a conceptional and technical 
miracle does not need to be stressed, but it is worth 
looking at it in more detail. A reticulated revolving vase 
normally consisted of four parts (foot, body, inner core 
and песК); by joining together three vases the potters 
increased the number of individually fired sections to 
eight (triple foot, triple body, three inner cores, three 
necks). To make it work like an automaton, to let the 
vases revolve together, when a single neck is turned 
(the outer vases turning in the opposite direction of the 
inner one), required a true piece of engineering inside 
the body and further fired parts, in form of a system of 
interlocking cog wheels. To raise the number of openings 
- here, a large series of shaped cut-outs around the 
shoulder of each vase in addition to the main ‘windows’ 
— generated not only much extra work, but in addition 
tremendously increased the risk of distortion of the vessel 
in the kiln, as well as requiring further painting on areas 
of the inner vases that were thus exposed. That even 
extra handles — twelve on our piece - made the overall 
work much more complex is reflected in the fact that 
they added considerably to the overall cost of an item.’ 


But if this vase leaves us speechless as a feat of 

intricate strategic planning and unbelievably fastidious 
craftsmanship, at least as admirable is the design idea 
in the first place. As if looking through the windows in 
a garden wall, the emperor could watch, half hidden 
through a web of trees and auspicious rainbow-coloured 


clouds, an imperial hunt that would come to life as soon 
as a vase was turned, where deer and boar, running 
startled through lush greenery, were pursued by mounted 
archers, equestrians with spears, and dogs. 


This piece could be understood as the crowning glory of 
Tang Ying’s career, after a quarter century of supervising 
Jingdezhen’s imperial production. It was undoubtedly 
one of his most fanciful and ambitious projects and 
probably among the last pieces of importance completed 
during his tenure, two years before his death, at the 

age of 73. It is certainly one of his most inventive and 
memorable masterpieces. Might it have been intended as 
a farewell tribute to the Emperor, whom he had served 
for so long, before retiring? 


This reticulated revolving triple vase is unique and 
nothing truly comparable to this vessel exists. 


The only piece that bears some relation to it is a large 
blue-glazed, covered, single revolving vase in the Nanjing 
Museum with four circular openings providing a view 
onto an imperial inspection tour inside, with a party on 
horseback surrounded by kowtowing subjects, similarly 
viewed through a web of trees and clouds, and perhaps 
made around the same time; see Qing Imperial Porcelain 
of the Kangxi, Yongzheng and Qianlong Reigns, Art Gallery, 
The Chinese University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong, 1995, 
cat. no. 98; and Huo Hua, ‘Qing guanyao jiqing you fencai 
Qianlong xingwei tu zhuanxuan ping yanjiu [Research 
on a Qing official-ware azure-blue glazed famille rose 
revolving vase with a depiction of a Qianlong inspection 
tour]’, Dongnan wenhua, 1997, no. 2, pp. 132-40 (fig. 3). 


"It is certainly one of his most inventive and memorable 
masterpieces. Might it have been intended as a farewell tribute to 
the Emperor, whom he had served for so long, before retiring?" 


1 For the importance of Chengde to the Qing empire see James A. Millward, 
Ruth W. Dunnell, Mark C. Elliot and Philippe Forét, eds, New Qing Imperial 
History. The making of Inner Asian empire at Qing Chengde, Abingdon, 2004. 

2 John Barrow, Some Account of the Public Life, and a Selection from the 
Unpublished Writings, of the Earl of Macartney, London, 1807, vol. 2, pp. 273-4. 
3 Peter Lam, ‘Tang Ying (1682-1756). The Imperial Factory Superintendent 
at Jingdezhen’, Transactions of the Oriental Ceramic Society, vol. 63, 1998-9, 


p. 65. 


+ Liao Pao Show (Liao Baoxiu), Huali cai ci: Qianlong yangcai/Stunning 
Decorative Porcelains from the Ch’ien-lung Reign, Palace Museum, Taipei, 2008, 
p. 39. 

5 The surprising costs of adding handles are recorded in a list of material 

and labour costs of closed vessel forms compiled by Tang Ying in 1747; they 
added even more to the overall price than openwork did; see Peter Y.K. Lam, 
‘Towards a Dating Framework for Qianlong Imperial Porcelain, Transactions 


of the Oriental Ceramic Society, vol. 74, 2009-10, pp. 30-31. 
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fig. 3 

A large sacrificial-blue ground famille-rose reticulated revolving vase 
and cover, Qing dynasty, Qianlong period, h. 60.5 cm. Nanjing Museum, 
Nanjing. After Qing Imperial Porcelain of the Kangxi, Yongzheng and 
Qianlong Reigns, Hong Kong, 1995, cat. no. 98 
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masterfully conceived and constructed, the vase ingeniously formed from eight individually fired sections — the triple foot, the triple 
body, three inner cores, and three necks — each vase with an ovoid body rising from a splayed foot to a tall gently waisted neck and out- 
turned rim, the neck with four handles, opulently detailed all over against the celadon ground in gilding and silver with floral motifs 
and bands of lappets, each vase further pierced with a series of shaped cut-outs around the shoulder, above large openings on the 
ovoid section to reveal the inner cores above the interlocking cog wheels, as though looking through rounded windows in a garden wall 
through a web of trees and auspicious rainbow-coloured clouds into a dynamic hunting scene portraying mounted archers, equestrians 
with spears, and dogs, running through lush greenery in pursuit of animals, such as deer and boar — complemented with a mechanism 
whereby the vases revolve simultaneously when a single vase is turned, with the outer vases turning in the opposite direction of 

the central one - all three bases enamelled turquoise, the central one with an underglaze-blue six-character seal mark reserved in a 
white square 
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Collection of Chang Foo Yau (1884-1963), Manager of Ton- 
Ying & Co., New York. 

Collection of William H. Whitridge (1849-1936), Baltimore, 
Maryland. 

Parke-Bernet Galleries, New York, 16th-18th November 1939, 
lot 171. 

Collection of a Chinese-American family. 

Christie's New York, 2nd December 1989, lot 383. 

'92 Beijing guoji paimai hui [1992 Beijing International Auction], 
11th October 1992, lot 38. 

Acquired from the above, and thence by family descent. 
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William H. Whitridge (1849-1936 年 ) 收藏 ， 巴 

纽约 帕克 РЧ 08, 19394118 16218 

美国 华裔 家 族 收藏 

纽约 佳 士 得 1989 年 12 月 2 日 ， 编 号 383 

'92 北 京 国际 拍 彭 会 ，1992 年 10 月 11 日 ， 编 号 38 
上 和 后 家 族 传承 
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Certificate of authenticity issued by the Cultural Relics Appraisal Committee of Beijing, export permit issued by the Beijing Administration of Cultural Relics, and the relevant 


catalogue entry 
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FOR ASSISTANCE WITH REGISTRATION AND BIDDING 
Er juinessotheoys.com 
US +1 212 606 7000 UK +44 (0) 2935000 HK +852 2822 814: 


sathebys.com 
theby 


